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To portray women only, or mainly, as weak, dependent and vacillating decision-makers, may be stereotypical. But to under-portray them in different respects and in different roles, is an example of selectivity. The argument that some women may be so is valid but to portray all women and to highlight only these traits and characteristics of some women is selectivity

A study by the Punjab Textbook Board in collaboration with the Lahore College for Women University (LCWU) and supported by UNESCO, Islamabad, is of particular importance in the context of the portrayal of genders. Carried out in November 2004, the study showed interesting results. Textbooks for schoolchildren in classes I to X were analysed. Here are some of the main findings:

The Urdu textbooks used the male representation nearly around thrice as much as the female representation in general. In the same texts, the frequency of illustrations and pictures using the male representation was three times more than female representation. For every three illustrations depicting females, there were nine or ten depicting males. In the stories described in the texts, the male representation was more than twice as much as female representation; there were two stories about males for every story about the female responsibilities and activities. In role description, again the male representation was nearly thrice as much as female representation. The findings are for Urdu textbooks, for all classes at school level. 

English textbooks for classes I-X (textbooks for class VIII not included) were also evaluated. The gender disparities in these books were found in the frequency of illustrations, write-ups, stories, structures, roles and responsibilities. Specifically these analyses indicated that the male figure was depicted 61 percent of the time to 39 percent for the female figure. In stories the male heroes were portrayed 57 percent of the times and the female only 43 percent. 

A detailed numerical gender audit was also carried of the contents. An overview of gender disparities in these textbooks showed that the frequency of illustrations and pictures of female stood at 26 percent while the male stood at 74 percent. Stories relating to females stood at 9 percent and 91 percent for males. 

Character depiction related to male and female roles showed that the figures stood at 86 and 14 percent respectively. Illustrations and pictures depicting females were 34 percent while 66 percent depicted males. Stories that related to female roles were 22 percent to 78 percent for male roles. Different positive female roles were 16 percent to 84 percent for the opposite gender. One can only feel concerned and sorry for such a lopsided view being conveyed in our textbooks to impressionable minds.

Closely related to stereotyping is a phenomenon called selectivity, which is to present a carefully selected side of the picture, or a particular interpretation. In the examples quoted above, selectivity for the purpose of censoring is at work. To portray women only, or mainly, as weak, dependent and vacillating decision-makers, may be stereotypical. But to under-portray them in different respects and in different roles, is an example of selectivity. 

The argument that some women may be so [week dependent and vacillating] is valid but to portray all women and to highlight only these traits and characteristics of some women is selectivity. Selectivity filters out, censors, or banishes a side of the picture. A selective portrayal of women in the media and books is an expression of selectivity bias. 

We can move beyond the gender and still observe selectivity. Faiz Sahib would often joke with his friends that Nawa-e-Waqt, the newspaper, always referred to him as the man convicted in the Pindi Conspiracy Case. The newspaper never mentioned this in reference to Arbab Niaz who was also convicted in the same case and served the jail sentence along with Faiz Sahib. 

Similarly our textbooks are full of stories of our heroes in various fields, but there is hardly ever any mention of our one and only Nobel Laureate Dr Abdus Salam. Selectivity in instructional materials of our educational institutions to over- or under-emphasise reality, is distorting it. Another source of bias or censorship in our instructional materials for school curriculum is the selection and usage of language. 

Language is a powerful conveyer of ideas; when all humanity is described as “mankind”; when history is told as a tale of our “forefathers”; and when the head of an institution is described as a “chairman”; we implicitly deny the existence and the contribution of over 51 percent of our population. We also convey the dominance of the male role. 

Language is an important instrument also for censorship and distortion of reality. Our texts are full of such digressions. When all these tools and technologies, among others, are employed while writing and preparing textbooks for our schools and colleges, the overall effect on the tabula rasa, the clean slate of the impressionable mind, can be awesome. Our educators need to be aware of the facts and should intervene to correct the situation. This is the great challenge that faces them. 
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